THE MAGNATES

"It's quite different from Deauville," Sylvaine said casually.

Nice. A hired car. Grasse. A rough, jolting road which gave off a
yellow dust... Saint-Andre-des-Colombes ...

On arrival, the two travellers had exchanged identities. The "friend"
called herself from then on Sylvia Duval, alias Sylvaine Dual, dramatic
artist, and Sylvaine had become Fernande Metillet, without profession.

The village had nothing pretty about it but its name. It was a
country without birds. The mimosa season was over; it was not the
region for jasmine. The earth seemed stripped and dry; there were a
few cypresses, and hovels roughcast in red ochre. The dead in the little
cemetery were doubtless well preserved, so hot was the sun on the hill-
side. One wondered where the water came from. Cattle did not roam
about the streets, as Sylvaine had hoped; instead, a byre in the neigh-
bourhood poisoned the air far and wide.

The house, found like all the rest by Anny Feret, belonged to a painter
who never came there. The bottom of the doors stuck on the tiled floor.
The sanitary arrangements were of the most rudimentary. The two
women discovered that the boys came and hid behind the juniper hedge
at night to watch their Chinese-like shadows dancing across the blinds
as they undressed.

"After all, why the hell should we care?" said Sylvaine. "If it amuses
them.. ."

She stood in profile, right in the beam of the lamp, and made her
breasts jut out.

For the first few days Sylvaine and Fernande amused themselves
hugely calling each other by their new names. But the game soon palled.

At first, too, Sylvaine could dazzle Fernande with stories of the
theatre, with her dressing-case, accounts of dinners in famous restaur-
ants, her acquaintances and her confident manner of a successful woman
of the world. But, later on, the empty evenings engendered confidences,
and the two women knew that they were of the same class.

The disagreeable sides of their characters began to show. Sylvaine
was autocratic and untidy. Fernande was querulous, peevish and fussy.
She was for ever tidying things up.

"It's easy to see that you worked in a cloakroom!'* Sylvaine cried.
"It's become a mania with you!"

"And anyone can see that you're a tart," replied the other.

"A tart! A tart! You'd better watch what you're saying. Your child
didn't happen spontaneously through the Holy Ghost, did it?"

"Well, you should care. It fixes things pretty well for you, I should
have thought. Particularly when you're not capable of having one
yourself..."

Once they even came to blows.

"And me in my condition! You ought to be ashamed of yourself.
You're a bitch!" Fernande screamed.
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